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Water Management Challenges in an Era of Competing Demands
 
Nanda Abeywickrama' 
Until  very  recent times  "water" as an input to a variety  of uses  was widely treated  as an 
inexhaustible, plentiful, free and quite often, even as a predictable resource. Further,  with 
agriculture dominating our economic scene,  land, water, agriculture and food  production, 
particularly rice  were perceived as  inseparable. There are  still  many  laymen and  even 
professionals who hold fast to this view. It is only in the event of a monsoonal or crop failure, 
a power cut or a water cut that this thought process gets breached; but invariably, these are 
treated as temporary and passing phenomena never to recur within one's short memory. 
Perhaps owing to free access to global  information on floods, droughts and persisting 
water scarcities and based on one's own experience within the span of a single generation, 
there seems to be increasing awareness of an impending shortage of water-good quality or 
otherwise-in the not-too-distant future. 
In fact, the most recent discussion paper from the Water Resources Secretariat begins 
with the statement that "warning signs point to increasing water resource problems in Sri 
Lanka. Variable rainfall, climate change, increasing and diversified demand, degradation of 
watersheds, water pollution and contamination and over-extraction all point to a scarcity 
situation either now or in the immediate future, which most Sri Lankans are not prepared for 
as yet." 
The Asian Development Bank, which has taken a lead in the assessment of water resources 
in the Asian Region, has stated that recent economic developments in the region together with 
high population growth and urbanization have dramatically increased the pressure on Asia's 
limited water resources and  has predicted that  two-thirds of  the  world's population will 
experience water stress conditions by the year 2025. With Asia having the lowest per capita 
availability c1f freshwater resources and Sri Lanka being the fourth lowest in the list at 2,400 
m' per capita per year, we seem to be clearly in the red! 
Although initiatives for policy and institutional reforms have been  taken,  over many 
years in the past, some amount of water-related research has been conducted in an uncoordinated 
manner though today's event, I believe, is the first-ever comprehensive attempt to bring all 
researchers and professionals on water together to a common forum  and make an effort to 
focus on water research in a holistic manner. 
I feel deeply honored and privileged to have been invited by the organizers ofthis National 
Conference to deliver a keynote address to this learned audience on a subject that is very close 
to my life and heart and one with which I grew up. I thank you very sincerely for giving me 
this signal honor. I am also delighted to perform this in the shadow of one of Sri Lanka's most 
distinguished and  eminent intellectual giants  who  consented to grace this  occasion and 
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institutional issues. What I am not sure is whether industrial sector issues and environmental 
issues  are adequately covered. It is heartening that the organizers of this conference have 
under the  rubric  "Research" defined it very broadly to include "studies, investigations or 
action programs to test new ideas on any aspect of water," which would make the research 
network wider and hopefully bring academics, practitioners and policy makers together. 
Now I come to a brief Review of the Development of Water Resources in Sri Lanka. To 
begin with, in my professional life I have been closely associated with the irrigated agriculture 
sector and with natural resources management both in the public service and in my associations 
with IWMI. The major player in this sector during my tenure and, in fact, since the dawn of 
independence, has  been  the  public sector;  the  investments at the  beginning were  almost 
exclusively on irrigation and hydropower development. 
In the  1960s,  irrigation and land  development received about 12 percent of the total 
capital budget while the agriculture sector received some 36 percent. I do not have readily 
with me the investment figures for hydropower and water supply. The investments in water 
development for irrigation and power continued with minor fluctuations into the 1980s and 
power development and  irrigation expansion were  government priorities for  the  general 
economic development and for employment. I am sure these investments were fully justified at 
that time. It would not be reasonable to try to evaluate them with the knowledge available now 
and in the current context. 
In the latter half of the 1960s, with the initial feasibility studies for the Mahaweli Program, 
the UNDPIFAO and other donors expressed concern over the low productivity and returns on 
investments made in  land and  water and  the  need  to focus  on  minor irrigation system 
rehabilitation and water management. Within the agriculture sector, adjustments were made 
to shift investments to increase productivity and reduce capital investment. It would not be 
fair to fault the planners of that era for not looking at the water sector holistically because the 
objectives then were quite different. I am sure the then Secretary of Planning present with us 
today will bear me out. 
Although the  heavy  investments in river  basin  development and  restoration of large 
irrigation works continued, a shift towards less capital-intensive investments in irrigation 
rehabilit:tion and water management started in earnest in the latter part of the  1970s. The 
Galoya Water Management Project, which combined physical rehabilitation and institutional 
building through farmer participation, is now considered a turning point in investments in the 
irrigation subsector. Although overshadowed by the Accelerated Mahaweli Program, which 
of course combined both irrigation and power development, the less glamorous rehabilitation 
and  water management program was  the  accepted policy and  trend in areas  outside the 
Mahaweli. Terms like VIRP, MIRP, ISMP and NIRP, I think, are familiar acronyms in the 
public sector. The location of the International Irrigation Management Institute in Sri Lanka 
and the formation of the Sri Lanka-IIMI Consultative Committee around that time helped in 
no small measure to shift emphasis from new construction to rehabilitation, water management 
and institutional development and policy reforms based on field research. XXIX 
DOMESTIC WATER SUPPLY 
Domestic water supply, which  in fact is considered the first priority in water allocation as a 
basic human right,  is severely constrained in Sri Lanka. The planners consider availability, 
security and quality of piped water supply schemes and the rising development and operational 
costs as important issues that deserve urgent attention. Ninety percent of the National Water 
Supply & Drainage Board's (NWS&DB) piped water supply schemes outside Colombo are 
said to suffer from a combination of inadequate supply and treatment capacity. Even community 
water supply schemes seem to suffer from local raw water shortage and conflicts with other 
water users. In the dry and intermediate zones, domestic water supply is a widespread problem, 
which receives little attention from policy makers. 
Water supply and  sanitation have to be built  into all plans for human settlements and 
relocation of communities including large irrigated settlements. Water use does not depend on 
population growth alone but it will increase faster with urbanization and industrialization. By 
the year 2025, over half of Asia's population is projected to live in cities. The major increases 
in the quantity of water available and maintenance of  quality, therefore, are imperatives that 
society cannot escape from. 
INDUSTRIAL WATER SUPPLY 
Industry requires water for such things as manufacturing, washing and for supply and sanitation 
for  the  work force.  Providing adequate water for  industry is seen  as becoming a serious 
problem in Sri Lanka, as the water resources planners and the industrial sector have not made 
comprehensive estimates of projected demand and included them in water resources development 
plans. Large water-consuming industries in urban areas do not get the supply from the NWSDB 
as their demands have not been included in urban water supply and planning. Export promotion 
zones need large quantities of water for industry and employees. It is learnt that expansion of 
these zones is constrained by inadequate water supplies. There is also the question whether 
industrialists are willing to meet the additional costs of water supply development. There have 
also been instances where the Board ofInvestment has located industrial zones without adequate 
regard to the availability of water. Water quality for industry and industrial pollution of water 
and disposal of  effluents are major environmental issues that remain unresolved. 
Overall, the industrial sector, if one can call it a sector, for water use purposes, has not 
properly assessed its needs spatially or temporally, to the extent necessary. Water availability 
will be a determining factor in the location of industries in Sri Lanka where potential for 
industrial expansion is bright. Hence, an orderly process for reallocating water from irrigation 
to industry will be required to promote this development process and to achieve the employment 
and income goals. 
In some parts of  the country, especially in the more urbanized wet zone, there are instances 
of water allocated for irrigation remaining unutilized or underutilized for economic reasons xxxi 
supply and quality deterioration on the poorer segments of society are severe and that they 
need special consideration and strategies for allocation. 
Along with demand, the costs ofproviding services, be it in irrigation or water supply and 
sanitation, are escalating. Mobilizing resources, maintaining cost-effectiveness, cost-sharing 
and effective service delivery that do not discriminate against the disadvantaged groups are 
factors that deserve the attention of planners and policy makers. Researchers, I guess, should 
address the emerging issues with a view to assisting decision makers with feasible and cost­
effective options. 
I am sure our learned Chief Guest too, with his in-depth exposure to global issues, will 
address some of these issues. 
MANAGING WATER DEMAND 
Since it is now quite clear that Sri Lanka, although having adequate water in the aggregate, is 
facing water scarcity either seasonally or regionally or more precisely, temporally or spatially. 
Policies and strategies to manage this demand in an orderly and equitable manner are urgently 
needed. Although, historically, Sri Lanka does not have institutions to look at the water sector 
across-the-board, we are in some ways fortunate that we are probably ahead of other countries 
in South Asia at least in setting up a Water Resources Secretariat to look at water in the round. 
Based on broad consultations and the decisions of policy makers, the Director of the 
Water Resource Secretariat is scheduled to present the National Water Strategy to this audience 
tomorrow. I am sure it will address policy and institutional issues as well as the question of 
demand management in a scarce situation. 
A major deficiency in planning and management of the water sector in Sri Lanka is the 
absence of  an institution backed by legislation to determine water allocation among competing 
sectors and  users  with  the result  that certain users are able to extract water causing major 
costs to others and to the environment. A further deficiency has been that water has been 
regarded as an "input"--often as a "no-cost input"-rather than as a key resource that impacts 
on many other sectors and users . ., 
Attempts to enact legislation for comprehensive management of water and to reform 
institutions in the past have failed due largely to sectarian interests overriding national interest. 
I referred, earlier this morning, to my own experience nearly two decades ago. Today, however, 
global and  national pressures are so compelling and information is so convincing that the 
objections seem to  more  or  less  disappear. Environmental concerns, climate change and 
experience of international bodies and  donors, NGOs and  the  civil  society have  made it 
imperative for national policy makers to treat water as a key resource. To address the immediate 
concerns, the Water Resources Secretariat has proposed objectives of the Demand Management 
Policy as follows: 
"The primary objective of this policy is to promote the efficient use of water resources 
and to maximize the value of the resource to society." xxxiii 
and intersectoral allocations and is biased towards irrigation, it allows flexibility for managers 
to respond to changing conditions and needs and to optimize water deliveries within the physical 
constraints. These are considered as important strengths to be built into any national water 
allocation strategy. Water sharing in  the  Kelani Basin is  said  to  be  based on  informal 
consultations, in the absence of  a formal arrangement between the CEB and the NWS&DB. 
Itis clear that the current water allocation system is inadequate to deal with current and future 
water resources management needs. A multitude of deficiencies have been identified by planners, 
most serious of which is that large water users have a tendency to allocate water to themselves 
without considering the needs of  other users and the absence of a neutral agency to umpire. 
The challenge for the proposed Water Resources Council is to establish a set of  allocation 
principles that  is rational and durable and sufficiently flexible to accommodate emerging 
short- as well as long-term demands. 
VALUATION AND PRICING OF WATER 
Absence of information and criteria for giving a value to water is a major deficiency in all 
countries. The Regional Technical Advisory Committee for South Asia (SASTAC) is in the 
process of developing such a system for South Asian countries, which of course will need 
considerable time to reach any kind of finality. Meanwhile, pricing and cost-sharing are the 
tools currently adopted to rationalize demand from competing users. 
A pricing system for irrigation water is virtually nonexistent in Sri Lanka. With paddy 
farming giving declining returns, a shift to more water-efficient high-value crops seems to be 
the desired trend. Itwould be of interest to this audience to note that pilot projects have been 
launched at Ridibendi Ela and Chandrika Wewa to give water rights to farmers and to allow 
the farmers to trade their rights both within and outside the irrigation sector. The importance 
of  the agriculture sector managing water more efficiently both to increase productivity and to 
transfer to other sectors cannot be overemphasized. One has to accept though that this will be 
a painstaking and prolonged exercise. 
The domestic sector has, over time, got accustomed to the idea of meeting at least a part 
of the  water supply services. But substantial improvements are possible and  necessary to 
make the price and the subsidies more equitable. 
Going by experience in other countries, we can state that the industrial sector is expected 
to be the most responsive to price changes, as they are able to control water consumption 
through technological changes as well as through recycling. A sustained policy on pricing and 
cost recovery is needed to make itan effective instrument in managing demand. 
POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL REFORMS 
Policy and Institutional Reforms will include incentive packages, cost-sharing arrangements, 
basic-level management, regulatory controls, water-saving technologies and the like. These 